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Despite the growing interest in qualitative research and discussion of ethics, 
there has been little focus in the literature on the specific ethical dilemmas faced 
by researchers. In this paper, we share our fieldwork experiences regarding the 
ethical dilemmas that we encountered while doing research on a sensitive topic. 
Specifically, we share some of the ethical dilemmas, that is, concerning 
confidentiality, anonymity, legitimacy, controversial data, interpretation and 
off-the-record data, which emerged from the research. Most importantly, this 
paper shares ideas concerning how researchers might deal with ethical issues 
while preserving their integrity in the research process. Overall, this paper 
suggests approaches that qualitative researchers can adopt when doing 
research on sensitive topics. The paper contributes towards closing an existing 
gap in the literature, making visible the challenges frequently faced by 
qualitative researchers, that is, the vulnerability of researchers while 
preserving research integrity. Finally, this paper concludes with the suggestion 
that ethical dilemmas are part of the research process in doing qualitative 
research. However, it is suggested that future research should focus on ethical 
issues from the perspective of the researchers as well as the respondents. 





It is the nature of qualitative researchers to build interaction with the respondents. As 
such, we delve into social lives of the respondents as a main part of the process. This can be 
ethically challenging as there are issues associated with the welfare of the respondents as 
human beings that qualitative researchers often encounter. Ritchie (2003) asserts that it is 
difficult to predict the subject of study as dealing with humans involves emotion. Clearly, when 
one deals with emotions, there will be many ethical issues that one needs to consider and 
address. 
There are both expected and unexpected issues that are frequently faced by qualitative 
researchers, particularly when the research topic has sensitive elements. In this paper, we wish 
to draw explicitly on the ethical dilemmas faced based on the experience of the researchers 
undertaking study of a sensitive topic. We conducted our research in Malaysia. Twelve 
respondents were interviewed. Our respondents were among the individuals who had 
experience dealing with corruption cases, such as a forensic accountant, a criminologist, 
officials from enforcement agencies, academics, senior government officials and a senior 
manager from a “Big Four” audit firm. Their experiences and information matter and hence 
obtaining their participation was crucial. 
We believe that sharing our experiences of undertaking the research adds value to 
existing knowledge as there is limited treatment in the literature of the vulnerability of the 
researchers in studying a sensitive topic. Specifically, we found little discussion in the literature 
on dealing with ethical dilemmas from the perspective of researchers, particularly with regard 
to sensitive areas, indicating the area is understudied. Walsh, Hewson, and Shier (2008) also 
